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Beard is addressing an audience of assorted business people, investment bankers, pension -fund managers, captains of industry and assorted hangers-on at a conference in London's famous Savoy Hotel. It is stirring stuff in a language they understand. 'The market will be even more lucrative than coal or oil . . . Colossal fortunes will be made. The sector is seething with vitality, invention-and above all, growth'. His words are striking home, rapt attention, nods of assent. Big Business is taking it all in. Beard is gratified. His talk has gone down well.
But this is not his main preoccupation. His overriding concern as he reaches his final flourish is a mounting feeling of intense nausea. It must be the handfuls of stale smoked salmon sandwiches he stuffed himself with just before taking the podium. He cannot hold it back any longer. With the applause ringing in his ears, he darts between the curtains behind him and throws up a slew of fishy slurry among the stacked chairs.
Michael Beard is all too human. Brilliant but fallible. Conceited but vulnerable. Passionate but careless and unthinking. Selfish, greedy, sensuous, clumsy, bully, coward and callous charmer. He is going through the last throes of his fifth marriage. Lovable but impossible. A winner and a loser.
He achieved early greatness through his inspired exposition of a unifying theoretical construct that became known as the Beard-Einstein Conflation. But in the years since then had found himself coasting along, resting on his laurels, not having any new ideas, no real spark and rather half-heartedly running a government-funded renewable energy institute just outside reading in the Thames Valley. He had peaked too early and, although still listened to and respected, was essentially treading water and going nowhere. Until a freak accident involving his wife's lover gave him, unexpectedly and undeservedly, a whole new lease of life-and the opportunity to re-invent himself as the pioneer of a groundbreaking new solar energy technology that could not only save the world, but also his flagging reputation.
What follows in this very engaging novel is a romping cocktail of dark motives, hilarious serendipities and quirky but utterly believable characters all bouncing off Beard's zig-zag progress towards what turns out to be his own personal climactic conflation. On the way are some great moments-many of which involve embarrassing mishaps and excruciating misunderstandings. It is a very good read-and to my mind his most enjoyable and all-round satisfying book so far. It is also wonderfully well observed, expertly informed and absolutely up-to-the-minute. Certainly, it is the first novel I have come across involving an odious serial womanizer who eats too much, gets into awful scrapes, exploits another person's ideas and becomes an international innovator in photovoltaic technology.
McEwan finished writing Solar ahead of the 2009 climate change summit in Copenhagen and before the latest dash to photovoltaics began in earnest. Now suddenly all the big players are piling in and jockeying for position. China and India are hugely excited about it, hosting major international Alan Maryon-Davis , Honorary Professor of Public Health conferences and rapidly developing their photovoltaic industries to meet the rising demand. The USA and Australia have recently signed a deal to work in partnership on a range of research projects to reduce the cost of solar power.
2 South Africa is planning what they hope will be the world's largest solar farm, a 5000 megawatt monster in the Northern Cape, one of the world's sunniest places.
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Even cloudy, rainy England is getting in on the act. Enterprising farmers in Cornwall are rushing to set up a linked solar network across the county to take advantage of generous government subsidies in the form of feed-in tariffs for supplying the national grid. 4 And Worthy Farm in Somerset, home of the famed Glastonbury music festival, has recently installed what is thought to be the largest private photovoltaic array in the UK-over 1000 panels on the roof of the cowshed.
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So is the sort of techno-fix depicted in Solar, and now being developed, exploited and played out around the world, the most likely way forward in tackling climate change? After the disappointment of Copenhagen, and now Cancun, it seems increasingly clear that investment in renewable energy sources such as solar, wind and wave power is the least contentious element in the whole package of measures to reduce global warming. Solar in particular can benefit countries most vulnerable to increasing episodes of drought and crop failure. Deploying solar is a very practical way for rich nations to help poor without denting anyone's GDP. And as manufacturing and installation costs come down (including carbon costs), solar will become even more a win -win alternative.
The rush is on-and as Professor Michael Beard says: 'It is primal'.
